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Accidents
Learn from the mistakes of others—you can never live long enough to make
them all yourself.—Unknown

T

his poignant quote has been attributed to a number of
people, including Eleanor Roosevelt and author John Luther, but no
matter whose mouth it came from, it rings of truth. Looked at in another
way, it seems that people make the same mistakes over and over again.
As I sat reviewing accident files in the New Hampshire Fish and Game
headquarters in Concord, their phones were ringing incessantly. On the desk
in front of me was a thick file about a hiker who fell to his death in Mount
Washington’s Tuckerman Ravine in early November 2009. Many of the phone
calls were from reporters seeking information on a fatality two days earlier in
the same place. Both individuals likely fell from a rock that is named for a
man who plummeted to his death there more than 60 years ago. The list of
deaths in this area does not stop at three.
The accidents I write about here are not designed to call attention to the
individuals who make mistakes or encounter bad luck. The summaries are an
educational tool so that we may learn from and, one hopes, not repeat these
mistakes. The Mount Washington Observatory’s website (mountwashington.
org) includes a page, “Surviving Mount Washington,” grouping the primary
causes of all of the documented deaths there. If you set aside the disappearances
and deaths attributed to natural causes and vehicular accidents, only five
categories remain: hypothermia, drowning, falling ice, avalanches, and falls.
Falls are the leading cause of death on the mountain (43 recorded
fatalities since 1936) and most have occurred when snow and ice dominate
the landscape. They have taken the lives of skiers, technical climbers, hikers, and mountaineers. Hypothermia has been the primary cause of at least
30 deaths to date and is likely a contributing factor in many of the others.
How do we prevent history from repeating itself in the mountains? We
can learn from others’ mistakes and put the odds in our favor by understanding which equipment can help us stay on our feet, exercising caution around
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an uncontrolled slide, and achieving competency in self-arrest technique—
stopping a fall. The mountains are a dangerous place. I consider these case
studies part of my ongoing education.

Sharing the Trails
On Sunday, October 25, 2009, Pawtuckaway State Park hosted a special event
that allowed a group to use all-terrain vehicles on some of its trails. One part
of the approved route included the North Mountain Bypass, which is popular
with mountain bikers although the park’s official map shows it as a hiking
trail. At around 2 p.m., one of the ATV operators rounded a sharp corner in
the trail and was surprised by one biker and one hiker. He tried to avoid a collision, but in doing so, the machine flipped over and rolled onto the bicycle.
No one was hurt, and the three of them set about righting the overturned
ATV. While they were doing this, another ATV rider, Bette B. of Sandown,
New Hampshire, came around the corner. She swerved but lost control of her
machine, drove off the trail and crashed. Though she wore a helmet, she was
pronounced dead at the scene.
Comment: I chose to include this event, outside of the greater White
Mountain region, because of its unique nature but also because it could be
repeated farther north. Trails that were once solely the domain of hikers are
now shared with a variety of other recreational users. ATVs are not allowed
on the White Mountain National Forest except on designated snowmobile
trails during the winter, but some adjacent areas do allow ATVs. Snowmobile
trails sometimes coincide with hiking trails, though land managers try to
avoid this.
Motorized and nonmotorized travelers struggle to coexist, and safety is
only one of the many problems. White Mountain hikers are more likely to
run into mountain bikes than ATVs or snowmobiles. Although bikes have
far less mass than an ATV, they also make far less noise and can surprise
a hiker. In the WMNF, bikes are allowed on nearly all hiking trails except
those that coincide with the Appalachian Trail or within one of the six
designated Wilderness areas. But you are not likely to see a mountain bike
in the Granite State when you go for a mountain walk because many of the
hiking trails here are not well suited for even the most skilled mountain biker.
Nonetheless, it’s a good idea to keep an eye and ear out. Wheeled travelers are
required to yield to hikers on hiking trails, but your sense of self-preservation
should encourage you to step well off the trail.
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The Dark History of Schiller’s Rock
On the morning of Saturday, November 11, 2009, Dr. Wieslaw W., age 62,
said goodbye to his wife as she dropped him off at the Pinkham Notch Visitor
Center. He planned to hike up the Tuckerman Ravine Trail to the summit
of Mount Washington and then return via the Lion Head Trail. She would
await his call from their second home in nearby Jackson.
	Summit temperatures were in the mid-20s when Wieslaw started up the
mountain, and winds were blowing up to 60 miles per hour. He carried
appropriate equipment for the climb, and conditions became more favorable
as the day went on. When he did not contact his wife for a return ride, she
became worried and alerted authorities. He hadn’t signed any of the volunteer
registers along the way, but another hiker reported seeing him at Hermit Lake
sometime around noon. He carried a cell phone with him and the last activation of the phone was recorded at 12:37 p.m. when it sent a signal to the tower
on Jackson’s Black Mountain.
While NHFG gathered information, a family friend from Jackson took
it upon himself to begin a search. He eventually paired up with Anthony
Brezzo, the Appalachian Mountain Club caretaker at Hermit Lake, and the
two of them checked the Lion Head Trail. They had hoped to descend the
Tuckerman Ravine Trail, but recent fluctuations above and below freezing
had formed too much ice on the trail for their comfort. The temperature had
risen into the mid-30s and the winds had largely died out, but after searching
the most likely areas above the ravine, they descended the Lion Head winter
route. It had not yet been opened for the season (the U.S. Forest Service
snow rangers wait until the summer trail is rendered an avalanche danger
by a certain level of snow), but they searched it anyway, in case Wieslaw had
become lost on his descent. They eventually returned to Hermit Lake around
midnight with no clues.
	Search teams met at 6 the following morning at the visitor center. Shortly
before 10 a.m., a team above the ravine spotted something near the base of the
headwall. They radioed their observation to a second crew on the way up. At
10:05, the team confirmed that the team had found Wieslaw’s body near the
base of the waterfall.
Comment: Based on where he was last seen and his cell phone record,
it is likely that he fell to his death while on the ascent of the Tuckerman
headwall. He was found wearing his strap-on crampons; the insides of his
pant legs were torn. These tears may have been a result of the fall, but it is
also possible that he caught his crampons on his pant legs while climbing.
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Inexperienced crampon wearers often do this. So do climbers wearing baggy
pants or who are very tired. When learning proper crampon technique, one
should walk like a cowboy (with a wide stance) and like a duck (splaying the
toes outward). Having hiked all of the 4,000-footers and spent lots of time
in the Presidentials, Wieslaw must have known the proper care and respect
that crampon use requires. It is possible that he slipped on a loose rock
or skidded off a sheet of thin ice. His final resting location is known as
Schiller’s Rock, where many have taken the same 150- to 200-foot fall. Some
have survived, but many have not. The rock is named for another doctor, Dr.
Paul Schiller, who died on May 1, 1949. The smooth rock has been polished
by what early guidebooks called the Falls of a Thousand Streams but which
today is known as the Tuckerman Waterfall. The falls are visible just to the
left of the hiking trail when viewed from below. When Schiller died, he was
skiing and slid off the rock and into the crevasse that the waterfall creates
when it erodes the late-season snowpack below.
	On the trail, hikers pass very close to Schiller’s Rock but stay out of harm’s
way in most situations. As can many places in the mountains, this spot can
be very dangerous when the conditions deteriorate, especially if you venture
even a short distance off trail. The two searchers who decided not to descend
through this area in the dark on Saturday night used good judgment to avoid
what could have been an even more tragic situation.

Slow Going
Kevin M., 45, set out for a day hike near Kancamagus Pass on December 19,
2009. He and his dog were dropped off at the Sawyer River trailhead, just east
of the Kanc’s height of land, and they started hiking at 11:30 a.m. His pack
was well stocked and he had arranged to be picked up five hours later at the
Hancock Notch trailhead. His intended route wrapped around the backside
of Mount Huntington and followed the Sawyer River and Hancock Notch
trails for a total of 9.5 miles. Although the route doesn’t gain a tremendous
amount of elevation, it does travel through Hancock Notch, which is rugged
and seldom visited. In fact, the only part of the route that sees any regular
traffic is the 1.8 miles of the Hancock Notch Trail off the highway (the last
piece of Kevin’s intended route), which hikers use in combination with two
other trails to ascend the Hancocks, both on the 4,000-footers list. When he
didn’t show up as planned, his family became worried, and after five hours of
waiting, his wife reported him missing.
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	If a missing party is known to be carrying the gear necessary to spend a
night in the woods, searchers often postpone operations until daylight to
minimize risk. NHFG learned from Kevin’s wife that he was an experienced
winter hiker and had the equipment to endure an unplanned bivouac. Still,
NHFG started searching that night because the temperature was already
down to the single digits and bad weather was forecast the next day.
Conservation officers strapped on their snowshoes and headlamps and
then headed into the woods. At 2:50 a.m., NHFG officers Mark Ober, Jr.,
and Bradley Morse came upon Kevin in Hancock Notch, 75 yards from the
trail. He was uninjured and had started a fire to keep himself and his dog
warm. The three men and the dog then made their way three miles back to
the trailhead, which they reached at 4:44 a.m.
	It turned out that Kevin made good time on the first 2.6 miles of his route,
but once he hit the Hancock Notch Trail, conditions changed. At that point,
he began the laborious task of breaking trail, and his pace slowed to a crawl.
He ran out of time.
Comment: Kevin was well prepared with the knowledge and equipment
necessary to complete a winter hike in the White Mountains. He had been
in the general area in the recent past and was experienced in winter travel.
He had left his itinerary with someone he trusted and carried extra food and
gear for the possibility of being stranded after dark. A native of Scotland,
Kevin had received survival training during his time with the Royal Air Force.
With such planning, experience, and equipment why then did he have to
spend the night out?
As he plodded along on the unbroken Hancock Notch Trail, Kevin
likely began doing the math in his head with the assumption that he would
have to break trail all the way to the next junction (5.1 miles away). The
optimist may think that the trail might improve because someone could have
broken trail from the opposite end and turned around partway, which is a
dangerous approach in the mountains. But as an experienced hiker, Kevin
likely assumed that the trail would remain unbroken through the notch.
	Still, he overestimated his abilities. A warm November—more than seven
degrees warmer than average, according to the Mount Washington Observatory—and dry fall left little snow going into December, but Hancock Notch
receives very little sun in its deep cleft on Mount Huntington’s north side,
leaving it snowier even in a drier year.
Kevin also lost the trail numerous times. A couple of late fall storms had
coated trees with heavy, wet snow and ice before winds cranked up and wreaked
104 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2011_FINAL_11.17.indd 104

11/17/10 2:13:03 PM

havoc on the forest. Branches and downed trees contributed to the difficult
travel and navigation. The NHFG press release for the incident called the
trail “not well maintained,” but Kevin’s trip fell during a period of very little,
if any, trail maintenance. Spring and fall snowstorms frequently drop broken
limbs and treetops into the trail. The next snowstorm often cements them
into place until melt-out occurs and trail work begins months later. Also,
following paint blazes on trees is not reliable in the winter because blazes are
painted outside the federal Wilderness areas only when the trail is not easily
discernable during the summer. Warm weather hiking and winter hiking are
two completely different sports, except that one uses the same muscle group
to go along.
Besides understanding conditions, Kevin may have avoided becoming
stuck if he had started earlier. It was close to the shortest day of the year and
sunset was expected at 4:14 p.m. His midday start left Kevin less than six hours
to complete his trip before dark. This would be a reasonable amount of time
for a fit person if the trails were in good shape, but it doesn’t leave much time
for the unexpected.
Although in hindsight we know how he could have prevented the
unplanned bivouac, Kevin made good decisions once he realized that he
wasn’t going to make it out as planned. He tried to press forward as long as
he could, but after repeatedly losing the trail, he wisely chose to sit tight
for the night. He secured shelter in the lee of a boulder and rather than
sleep he made a fire to keep warm. This provided comfort to Kevin and his
dog, Honey, and it helped the conservation officers find him. While waiting, Kevin shared his extra food with his dog. He used the self-heating unit
from the military MRE (meal, ready-to-eat) to provide some extra warmth,
and he shut off his cell phone to save power for an area with reception. This
incident demonstrates the importance of carrying the gear that can make an
unplanned night not only survivable, but reasonably comfortable.

Technology to the Rescue
On January 4, 2010 at 5:50 p.m., the Grafton County Sheriff’s Office paged
NHFG Sergeant Brian Suttmeier. When Suttmeier called in, he learned
that someone had activated a personal locator beacon on the slopes of
Mount Moosilauke in Benton. Satellite coordinates revealed that the lost
person was approximately 1.5 miles from the trailhead on the western side
of the mountain. Rescue personnel learned through the satellite device
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service provider that Patricia D., age 50, had set out for a solo hike on New
Hampshire’s westernmost 4,000-footer. She was expected to have quality
equipment on her summit bid and was described as healthy.
As NHFG conservation officers converged on the Glencliff trailhead, the
personal locator beacon (PLB) service provided updated coordinates every
five minutes. Patricia was making her way down the mountain. As they began
to ready themselves, they realized that her most recent coordinates placed her
well off of the Hurricane Trail that she had been following earlier. Conservation officer James Kneeland rode in by snowmobile toward her coordinates
and eventually hiked toward the sound of her emergency whistle. When he
found Patricia, she was about a third of a mile south of the Hurricane Trail
and was trying to make her way down with a single snowshoe. The other had
broken and disappeared as she struggled downhill through deep snow in the
dark. With a little bit of help, the uninjured but tired hiker arrived back at the
trailhead at approximately 8:30 p.m.
Comment: Patricia had set off at a reasonable time with reasonable gear
for a reasonable hike. She had ascended the Glencliff Trail to the summit
without incident and then begun her descent down the Carriage Road. To
return to her car via a popular loop she headed northwest off the Carriage
Road and began following the Hurricane Trail. She faced a small climb
(an 800-foot elevation gain) over the shoulder of Moosilauke known as
Mount Hurricane, but the trail was unbroken and the snow deep, making her
task enormous. In the days before Patricia’s hike, the high peaks had picked
up about ten inches of snow and winds had been very strong out of the
northwest. As she climbed up to the ridge, she dealt with all of the snow that
had been blown onto the lee side.
Things began to get desperate for her when her snowshoe broke and she
wasn’t able to make a suitable repair. Backpacks break, snowshoes snap, and
tent poles fold in half when you least expect it. When the gear fails, your
brain needs to come to the rescue. Deep in the bottom of my pack, I carry
the MacGyver kit (after the fix-it agent of 1980s television fame) for this
type of situation. Depending on my itinerary, this emergency kit expands or
contracts accordingly. On a three-month trip to the Andes, I carried items
like two-part epoxy, a flat file, and an assortment of metal screws; on an
afternoon stroll, I might only toss in a couple zip ties and my knife.
When gear fails, the first critical piece of the solution is being creative
and resourceful. While doing a Mahoosuc Range traverse one winter, I tore a
binding off a snowshoe and had to use a little of each of my group members’
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boot laces to get enough cord to make the necessary repair. The second piece
is doing the repair right. The same season as my Mahoosuc mishap, my
friend Kara broke her telemark ski binding four miles from the road in Castle
Ravine. The snow was deep, and she needed that ski, so we spent a good half
hour engineering a solid binding system from some parachute cord, a key
ring, and a little duct tape. She skied the rest of the way out with better form
than those of us who had fully functional gear!
Patricia’s call for help was the first documented backcountry rescue in
New Hampshire as the result of a PLB activation. After this incident, there
was lots of chatter on news websites and hiking forums about whether she
should have activated her beacon. She was well prepared with the proper gear
and would have likely made it to the road without anyone’s help had she never
triggered the unit. Without all of the facts, it’s hard to pass judgment, but it’s
worth looking at how this technology is affecting the hiking world. Patricia
is an anomaly in that she had her PLB registered with reliable emergency
contact information and when she activated it, she did so intentionally.
Currently, there are two main types of devices that are both commonly
called PLBs, although one is really not. The first is a true PLB that uses a
system of military satellites to locate the owner’s position. It can be used in
coordination with a global positioning system unit for the highest accuracy
(+/– 100 yards) or on its own to lead rescuers to within a couple miles, at which
point they need to begin homing in with a handheld tracking device. When
you activate a PLB, it sends out a distress signal that is routed through the
Air Force (the responsible authority for all land-based rescues in the nation)
to the local responders. The authorities only know who they’re dealing with
if you’ve registered your unit through the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration. This technology has been in place for decades and has been
used regularly for marine rescues.
The second type of device uses a GPS based on commercial satellites and
requires an annual fee for their use. The SPOT device is the commonly used
version and is being seen more frequently in the mountains despite it having
a less powerful transmission signal. The SPOT does have some advantages
over the PLB in that it can transmit more than just a distress signal. Early generations of the SPOT have allowed hikers to also send an “I’m OK” message
to assure their families or friends. More recent versions include traditional
GPS functionality and—hold on to your cell phone—the ability to send text
messages through the satellite system and for the posting of progress through
an associated Web-based application! The SPOT has the advantage to rescuers
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that its owner must register it for it to be activated, thereby allowing search
and rescue teams to do some investigation before they hit the trail.
With all of the technological madness spreading through the hiking world,
it’s certain that malfunctioning equipment or the misuse of it will set some
unnecessary rescues in motion. Current statistics show that more than 95
percent of PLB activations are unintentional. But if the unit is registered, a
quick call from the authorities can prevent unnecessary mobilization of forces.
During the winter of 2009–2010, rescuers in Colorado chased a phantom
PLB that was activated nine times in a two-month period before authorities
finally tracked it down to a car in a Boulder parking lot. Its owner, a young
man in his 20s, was inside at a doctor’s appointment. He thought he owned
an avalanche transceiver.
When they are necessary, these devices have saved lives. In the mid-1990s,
I was thankful that some climbers were lugging around one of the giant bag
phones as we watched someone cartwheel into the icy talus below Cannon
Cliff. I was able to rappel down and provide first aid, but without a quick
response from advanced medical personnel, the victim might have succumbed
to his internal injuries. I equate PLBs, SPOTs, and cell phones to emergency
car flares. Keep them stashed away unless you need them.
	Not everyone agrees. In September 2009, four backpackers triggered their
rented SPOT not once, not twice, but three times over a three-day Grand
Canyon hike. The first time they had run out of water, but when a helicopter crew located them the following morning, they had located water and
declined rescue. They triggered it again later that day when their water tasted
salty, and they were concerned about dehydration. A rescue crew located
them with night vision goggles but decided that a helicopter rescue was too
risky, so they dropped them water. The hikers triggered their SPOT the following morning, and the helicopter crew returned and picked them up. They
all declined medical treatment, and, when asked what they would have done
without the SPOT, the leader stated, “We would have never attempted this
hike.” Arizona has no “negligent hiker law” like New Hampshire does, but
the leader was later charged with creating a hazardous condition.

The King of all Slides
Douglas S., age 25, and Nathaniel B., age 28, set out on Sunday, March 28,
2010, at 10 a.m. to hike on Mount Adams, New England’s second highest
peak at 5,774 feet. They reached the summit in quick time and began their
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descent without dawdling as the weather forecast called for increasing clouds.
It had been weeks since any appreciable snow had fallen on the high terrain,
and they were able to make good time as they dropped down the mountain’s north slope. At approximately 1:30 p.m., the two were a couple hundred
yards from Thunderstorm Junction when Douglas lost his footing, fell, and
began to slide toward the rim of King Ravine. With ski poles in his hands, he
tried to stop himself to no avail and continued to pick up speed. Nathaniel
watched helplessly as his partner slid for more than the length of a football
field before dropping into the ravine and disappearing from sight.
	Nathaniel cautiously moved down the mountain looking for his partner
but was afraid to get too close to the edge. He quickly ruled out the possibility
of descending the headwall of King Ravine because he didn’t have the right
gear. In most areas, the snow surface was bulletproof, having undergone multiple freeze-thaw cycles, and his Microspikes didn’t provide the sense of security that he longed for. During their ascent, these conditions had allowed the
hikers to move quickly when the possibility of an uncontrolled slide wasn’t
weighing on their minds. Having just watched his friend slide to what should
have been a certain death, Nathaniel slowly followed the rim of King Ravine
as he descended the Airline Trail. When he dropped below treeline, he still
hadn’t seen any sign of his friend.
At 1:50 p.m., the Pinkham Notch Visitor Center received a cell phone call
from Douglas, who reported that he had just fallen a long way down King
Ravine but was not hurt. Fifteen minutes later, he called 911 to let them know
that his only injury was a bloody nose but that he was trapped. By 2:30 p.m.,
rescuers from NHFG and Androscoggin Valley Search and Rescue had converged on the trailhead for a technical rescue. Douglas’s description of his fall
led them to believe that he must be stuck high on the ravine’s walls. Small
teams of rescuers began searching the top and the bottom of the ravine.
Meanwhile, Douglas used his cell phone to talk directly to NHFG
Lieutenant Doug Gralenski. He said he was worried about avalanche danger
and what looked like a cliff or steep convexity below him. He was able to
use his compass to shoot a couple bearings off of local landmarks. Gralenski
triangulated his position on a map and it appeared as though he had fallen
into the area of the Great Gully Trail. This trail follows a steep snow gully
that is known locally as the “7” and funnels down over a large waterfall before
emptying into the talus field below. Douglas was getting cold so he was
trying to move in position to stay warm. He was asked to blow his whistle
every five minutes to aid rescuers and to shut off his cell phone to save the
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battery. While he waited, Douglas made a shelter by digging into a snowdrift
with his snowshoes. He hung a couple pieces of gear on an adjacent bush to
catch searchers’ eyes and blew his whistle as instructed. Nathaniel, arriving
at the trailhead, was relieved to find out that his partner was alive and
relatively uninjured.
At 8:50 p.m., NHFG conservation officers Brad Morse and Alex Lopashanski
saw what they believed to be a light down fairly low on the King Ravine
headwall. Within 30 minutes, they had located Douglas. He had fallen about
1,500 feet, two-thirds of the way down the headwall, but he was packing up
his things and anxious to get moving. The officers traversed in from the right.
One of Douglas’s eyes had swollen shut and he was wearing soft-soled threeseason boots, so the rescuers used a rope to assist him down to the floor of the
ravine. He was able to hike out, reaching the trailhead at around midnight.
Comment: If Douglas had nine lives, he probably used eight of them
during this fall. The Great Gully is a coveted backcountry ski run that
averages around 40 degrees before it dumps over a frozen waterfall that is
sometimes, but usually not, covered with snow. Most ski descents approach
this lower area with caution and then exit the main gully via the traverse
that the conservation officers used to reach Douglas. When I went in to
King Ravine for some backcountry snowboarding less than a week after this
incident, the waterfall was covered with snow, but it was extremely steep.
Below the steep pitch, chunky avalanche debris fanned out into the partially
covered talus field. Above the waterfall, the gully was choked with snow and
there were few obstacles to hit.
There is no good explanation why a sliding and tumbling person would
stop where Douglas did. Had he not stopped there, he would have rocketed down over the waterfall pitch and been shot out into the rough, rockstudded terrain below. This would have not likely finished with the same
happy ending.
The equipment that Douglas carried was appropriate for his planned hike
but not for the conditions he encountered. When the mountains turn to
ice, Microspikes, YakTrax, ice creepers, and other similar products no longer
cut the mustard. Ten-point crampons are essential for these conditions, but
along with their benefits come certain hazards. Had Douglas been wearing
crampons when he took the king of all slides, he would have likely broken at
least one, if not both, of his legs. If crampons go on your feet, then a device
to self-arrest must go in your hand while you’re in terrain where you could
slide out of control. In the area where Douglas lost his footing, this is usually
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not the case, but after an extended freeze-thaw cycle, the snow surface was
about as forgiving as the surface of a cue ball. Long sliding falls had been
emphasized as a major hazard in the daily advisories for Mount Washington
(found at tuckerman.org) and visitor centers were warning mountaineers
about crossing exposed slopes. Remember the first tenet of hikeSafe’s hiker
responsibility code—Be prepared with knowledge and gear. Get up-to-date
information about conditions before heading out and then select the right
gear for your itinerary. And in the event that you get there and you’re not
prepared to safely tackle the conditions you’re finding, don’t be afraid to turn
back. The mountains will be there next time.

Watch Those Feet, Son!
On the morning of Saturday, March 6, 2010, USFS snow ranger Jeff Lane
wrote about sunshine and robins in the daily avalanche advisory for the east
side of Mount Washington. As expected, temperatures pushed above freezing
on the lower half of the mountain, and the crowds flocked to the Lion Head
winter route for a chance at a summit bid in ideal conditions. The route was
in excellent shape after more than four and a half feet of snow was deposited
in the preceding ten days. As a climber was descending the route’s steepest
section down close to its junction with the Huntington Ravine Fire Road,
his crampons balled up with snow, causing him to slip and fall. He was not
immediately able to self-arrest and instead tumbled approximately 50 feet,
injuring his leg. He did not hit any of the other climbers in the vicinity.
Bystanders helped haul him down the trail until a snow ranger arrived. The
climber was then assisted down to the Fire Road and transported to Pinkham
Notch by a snowmobile.
Two weeks later, the snow rangers and the Mount Washington Volunteer
Ski Patrol rescued a 20-year-old man after another climber accidentally kicked
the man in the face ascending a steep snow slope in Tuckerman Ravine. With
his eyebrow bandaged, he walked out.
Comment: There are many reasons to maintain distance from other
climbers. This climber was lucky that the person above him was not wearing
crampons. If someone slips and begins to slide or tumble out of control, as
in the first incident, you want to have time to step aside. This is especially
true on the busy days when a line forms at areas like the steep, rocky crux
section of the Lion Head winter route. Quite often, I see impatient mountaineers climb right up underneath crampon-wearing beginners whose shaky
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footwork makes them look as if they will peel off the mountain any minute.
This is a recipe for disaster. It places the lower person in danger and distracts
the upper person, who focuses less on footwork.
	In the sun, the snow can become wet and sticky even if the ambient
temperature is below freezing. This presents a problem for crampons, which can
act as giant cookie cutters. Some crampons come equipped with anti-balling
plates, but others require them to be purchased separately. If you’re looking
to save money, you can fashion some yourself out of heavy plastic (make
sure that it will withstand cold temperatures without becoming brittle) and
zip ties. Spraying your crampons with silicon or even vegetable oil will also
help prevent the balling that occurs on warm days. Crampons that have
vertically oriented metal rails underfoot are the worst for balling, but most
manufacturers have steered away from their use in modern designs. After
you’ve sprayed Pam on your crampons and outfitted them with fancy antiballing plates, you may still experience the dreaded “Frankenstein feet” on
sunny spring days. In this situation, you will have to continually knock the
side of your crampon with your ice ax to free the snowball. You might want to
remove the crampons and just bare-boot it with your ice ax in hand.
Although the snowball on the crampon is what made the climber fall on
the Lion Head winter route, he wasn’t able to stop himself because he didn’t
have an ice ax. He was descending with ski poles, a poor substitute. If you
slip and begin to slide, you need to be able to stop yourself immediately.
Crampons are fabulous tools, but they’re also dangerous weapons. Some
other climbers last season sat down and glissaded wearing crampons—
a big no-no!

Two Nights Out Without a Thing in His Pocket
Peter M., age 46, locked his vehicle and headed up Franconia’s Skookumchuck Trail at 2:39 p.m. on Sunday, April 25, 2010. He planned to hike to
the summit of Mount Lafayette by himself and return the same way that
afternoon. The Mount Washington Observatory’s weather forecast for the
higher summits called for increasing clouds in the afternoon as a warm front
moved into the region, but when Peter left his vehicle, the sun was still shining brightly and the temperatures were pleasant.
When Peter didn’t show up for work or call on Monday, his coworkers
wondered where he could be. When the same thing happened on Tuesday,
and they couldn’t reach him at home, they decided to report him missing. He
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had recently been demoted at work, but both coworkers and family said that
he seemed to handle it well. He was described as an experienced hiker who
would have no trouble navigating or surviving if he were to become lost. Peter
was said to be physically fit and had no medical issues that would generate
a concern, so NHFG began organizing the incident as a search for a lost or
injured hiker.
When his vehicle was located at the Skookumchuck trailhead, a local
police officer noticed that an AMC White Mountain Guide (2007) and map
of the local area were both visible inside. Unless Peter had a second copy
of the map, he was now assumed to be traveling without a map—a
significant concern on one of the trails that seems to disorient a large number
of White Mountain hikers each year. His sister told investigating officers that
Peter had good quality hiking equipment but generally traveled lighter than
the average hiker.
	Search teams fanned out to look for Peter soon after he was reported
missing. A winter storm warning had been issued for the region, and an inch
of snow had fallen overnight at higher elevations. If he were alive, Peter would
have had to endure two unplanned bivouacs. No one knew for sure what
he had with him, but it wasn’t expected to be much. Temperatures were
forecast to drop through the day on Tuesday and by nightfall a major
storm was expected to have moved into the area. As teams hiked up the
Skookumchuck Trail, they encountered snow at 2,300 feet and had to put on
snowshoes soon after that. The summit of Lafayette lay almost 3,000 vertical
feet higher.
Teams scoured the trails throughout the day on Tuesday as light rain
changed to snow. Assisting NHFG were New Hampshire State Police,
Pemigewasset Valley Search and Rescue, New England K-9 Search and Rescue, and the Upper Valley Wilderness Response Team. No sign of Peter could
be found, and searchers worried that if he was still alive, the building storm
would present a serious challenge for even the most strong-willed individual.
While teams combed the trails and trailless drainages nearby, a biologist from
the WMNF drove the Gale River Loop Road on her way home from work.
Shortly before 4:30 p.m., she encountered Peter, who had stumbled out onto
the road amid the intensifying storm. He was tired, cold, and had a few
scratches from his ordeal but was otherwise OK. He was wearing all that he
had left the trailhead with—shorts, a T-shirt and sneakers.
Comment: Peter’s intended hike was more than ten miles long and gained
more than 3,300 feet of elevation. It takes most people close to seven hours
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to complete the trip that he set out to do five hours before sunset. He was
undoubtedly traveling lighter than the average hiker by not even carrying a
water bottle with him (he later told NHFG officers that he consumed lots
of water at the trailhead before he departed). Things went wrong when he
became lost on the descent and despite having daylight to navigate, he could
not find the trail again. For two days, he wandered through the forest, drinking from streams and being blessed with unseasonably warm weather. He
spent Sunday night moving to keep warm, but Monday night he was too
tired and had to hunker down for the rainy night. His description of the
night from a website post he made on April 30 paints a vivid picture. “Monday night I shivered all night in a fetal position while covered in brush, hands
in armpits, while under a tree with low-lying branches, and I shook my body
out each time I changed sides, although I did have another nearby place in
mind if it rained harder.” Eventually, Peter followed a drainage that emptied
into the South Branch of the Gale River. After he was picked up on the
U.S. Forest Service road, the storm continued in earnest, dumping close
to two feet of snow on the high peaks. He carried not a single item from
the hikeSafe list of ten essentials. Peter was determined to be negligent, and
the state sent him a bill for $2,109.
The NHFG is tasked with coordinating all search and rescue operations
in the state regardless of the situation. Through a memorandum of understanding, the department conveys this responsibility to the USFS for the
eastern portion of Mount Washington for the period between December 1
and June 1. Between 150 and 200 incidents are managed every year in the
state, with hikers making up approximately one-third to half of the total.
Aside from hikers, the incidents involve hunters, skiers, suicide victims, people with medical conditions, canoeists, lost children, and many others.
	New Hampshire is one of eight states with laws allowing people to
be billed for the costs associated with their rescue. Under NH RSA 206:26bb, “any person determined by the department to have acted negligently in
requiring a search and rescue response by the department shall be liable to
the department for the reasonable cost of the department’s expenses for such
search and rescue response.” This authority became effective June 6, 2008,
and has been used a number of times. In addition to Peter’s debacle on Mount
Lafayette, NHFG charged a few other parties during the approximately sixmonth period covered in this issue. One was a pair of hikers benighted on
Chocorua on November 11 after starting out late without lights or a map.
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They were each billed $169. On the same day, an 82-year-old man, his 53-yearold daughter, and his 13-year-old granddaughter started up southern New
Hampshire’s Mount Kearsarge less than two hours before sunset. They carried, in the grandfather’s words, “essentially nothing” and had to call for a
rescue when they lost the trail after dark. The two adults were each billed $323.
Most bills that are generated are for hikers who start out late in the day without the lights necessary to help them return. Most bills are less than $1,000.
NHFG staff believes that they could charge a larger number of the people
they rescue, but after consulting with the state attorney general’s office, they
move forward with far fewer.

The Scott Mason Case Revisited
The cost of rescues nearly doubled in 2009 for two main reasons. There were
more rescues than normal, and there were two high-profile and high-cost
operations. The April search for Scott Mason and the June search for Peter
Shintani each consumed three days with hundreds of overtime hours for
NHFG officers, and both required extensive use of helicopters. The search
for Canadian hiker Peter Shintani in June 2009 (See Appalachia Summer/
Fall 2010, page 98) and the Mason rescue, together, cost the state more than
$46,000. The helicopter costs are often absorbed by the New Hampshire
Army National Guard, which uses the flights for training. Staff Sergeant Matt
Stohrer has flown on several missions, and after being lowered to rescue a
winter hiker off Franconia Ridge said, “I would describe these missions as
more dangerous than getting shot at in Iraq.” He would know, having spent
a two-year tour there. The Guard is not always available, however, and additional aviation resources sometimes need to be requested. This has been the
case more frequently during the past decade as the local Guard unit has had
multiple deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan.
The Mason search brought the “negligent hiker law” into the limelight for
the first time. Before the law’s establishment, there had been a similar law on
the books in the state, but it was based on recklessness rather than negligence.
It was rarely used because the standard of recklessness was difficult to prove.
When it was applied, the perpetrator’s actions were generally so blatant that
few would argue that it wasn’t appropriate. With the 2008 law, the standard
is more difficult to assess. A negligent person is someone who fails to take the
adequate precautions or make prudent decisions a reasonable person would
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make. Mason injured his ankle near the beginning of his ambitious hike and
then decided to keep going. When he later realized that he was behind schedule, instead of turning around, he opted to take a shortcut that he had been
warned specifically not to take. These actions constituted negligence in the
eyes of the state and they sent Mason a bill on July 10, 2009, for $25,238.
Act two of the Mason saga occurred on April 8, 2010, when the New
Hampshire attorney general and the director of NHFG sent him another letter a couple weeks before the one-year anniversary of his misadventure in the
Northern Presidentials. The letter stated that though they remained “confident that the [NHFG] Department’s case has legal merit,” they “appreciated”
his “personal circumstances and condition.” They followed up by saying that
they would not be pursuing payment of the bill that they had sent in 2009.
Mason’s personal circumstances largely seem to be his desire to go to college;
the letter mentions this.
	I was personally disappointed to see the state retract the charges. Their
request for payment was not a knee-jerk reaction because the bill was sent
more than two months after Mason was rescued. It was recommended by
NHFG and supported by the attorney general, and they continue to believe
that their case has merit.
A media firestorm followed the announcement of the bill’s issuance, and
there is no doubt that NHFG was under immense political pressure. Nonetheless, I feel that the wrong message is being sent to the outdoor community.
In the closing paragraph of the April 8 letter, the state writes, “We hope that
the publicity about [Scott’s] experience has served as an important teaching
moment to others considering hiking in the White Mountains so they might
know that the dangers and risks of doing so should never be underestimated.”
I believe that following through with the bill would have sent a stronger
message more closely aligned with this lesson. I believe that they have sent
a mixed signal and given a free pass for a personal circumstance that is not
unusual or worthy of special consideration.
The NHFG receives less than 0.2 percent of its revenue from the state
general fund, and that portion is earmarked for the Nongame and Endangered Species Program. Funding for search and rescue comes exclusively from
a $1 fee that is levied on the registration of watercraft, snowmobiles, and
off-highway recreational vehicles. These fees provide between $185,000 and
$195,000 each year, but the operational costs of the search and rescue program are even higher. One search for a hunter in December 2007 approached
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$60,000. Hikers, hunters, and most other user groups are not paying into the
search and rescue fund; this has been a major point of contention. The negligent hiker law is a way for the state to try to recoup some of the costs that
are currently not being covered.
There are three easy ways that you as a hiker can support the system.
First, you can join a search and rescue group, of which there are a number in
the state. Second, you can make a donation to either the NHFG search and
rescue fund or to the New Hampshire Outdoor Council (nhoutdoorcouncil.
org), a volunteer organization that receives and disburses funds to support
search and rescue. Third, you can be a messenger for the hikeSafe program
and help raise awareness about the hiker responsibility code. We all have a
duty to lend a hand. Someday it may be one of us riding in the litter or being
searched for during a winter snowstorm.
—Justin J. Preisendorfer
Accidents Editor
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“I started reading Appalachia for the accident reports, but I kept
reading for the great features.” — Mohamed Ellozy, subscriber
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